The purpose of this editorial is to explain to readers and authors how we select papers for publication from the much larger number that are submitted to us.
Proceedings series B welcomes manuscripts of the highest quality from all ¢elds in biology. Our ¢rst criterion is scienti¢c excellence, but this is not the sole criterion. We strongly prefer papers that will excite the interest of a wide spectrum of biologists, over those that will be read by only a few specialists. We look for papers whose in£uence will be widely felt. Also, we prefer papers that present new approaches and ideas over those that consolidate existing knowledge.
This policy is making us attractive to a rapidly increasing number of authors. The number of papers submitted annually has increased from 648 in 1996 to a projected ¢gure of 1200 in 2000. Many more good, interesting papers are being submitted than we have space to print, so I am having to be increasingly stringent in my selection. If I accepted all the papers that I would like to print, I would soon build up a long backlog of papers awaiting publication. I am determined not to do that, because authors value our rapid publication.
We obtain between two and four referees' reports on each paper. In addition to the comments that are passed on to authors, referees are asked to complete a con¢dential form that informs me of the degree of enthusiasm they feel for the paper. As Editor, I make the decision whether to accept or reject. I rely heavily on referees' reports, but have to exercise my own judgement as well. The referees cannot know the quality of other papers that are competing for the same space, and I am obliged to reject some papers although all the referees recommend acceptance. Inevitably, in some cases other editors would have decided di¡erently; there is no objective way of comparing the merits of papers in diverse ¢elds.
There are three categories of decision: accept, reject but allow resubmission, and reject. The second category does not imply that a resubmitted version will be accepted, even if the referees' comments are satisfactorily addressed; whether it is accepted or not will depend among other things on the degree of competition for space at the time of resubmission. We do not consider revised versions of papers that have been rejected without permission to resubmit. This may seem harsh, but we have a reason: we are not prepared to burden our referees with the task of reporting on revised versions, in cases in which we think revision is unlikely to lead to acceptance in the current very competitive climate.
This competitive climate is of course a sign that the journal is £ourishing. We are bene¢ting from the policies of my predecessor, Professor John Harper from whom I took over in October 1998, and from the e¤ciency of the sta¡ in the Publications Section at the Royal Society.
